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Abstract 
The paper is dedicated to the problematic of dysfunctional behavior of communities of practice. Community of practice is a group 
of people who have some common interest (domain) and are able to share knowledge, experiences, tools and best practices to solve 
problems. Human relationships in a community are friendly and supportive. Organizations usually profit from communities of 
practices but these groups of people can also jeopardize organizational objectives when behave in dysfunction way. The paper 
provides the review of literature on communities of practice and dysfunctions they may suffer with. The importance of the 
problematic is demonstrated on a case on dysfunctional behavior of community in telecommunication organization in post 
communist European country.   
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1. Introduction 
Community of practice (community) is a group of people who have some common interest (domain) and are able to 
share knowledge, experiences, tools and best practices to solve problems. Human relationships in a community are 
friendly and supportive. Organizations usually profit from communities of practices  in many directions; communities 
accelerate collaboration, increase innovation, increase speed and quality of decision making, improve organizational 
learning and performance, flexibility, enable better work with knowledge and an ability to envision the future. 
Community members benefit from the transfer of knowledge, collaboration, pleasant environment, place of stability, 
and the feeling of being part of something.  
 
But role of community may also be negative to organizational objectives. This happens when community suffer 
with so called dysfunction.  Typical dysfunctions of communities are knowledge monopolies, elitism, arrogance, 
jealousness or behavior that directly leads against the interest of organization.  
 
The problematic of dysfunctional communities is very sensitive. The troubles such community causes may be 
accelerated when members of community are knowledge workers. Knowledge workers are clever educated people for 
whom knowledge is a basic tool and resource. Due to the tacit dimension of knowledge, knowledge as a whole is of 
intangible character and we cannot control how knowledge workers use it to create values. Community created by 
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knowledge workers may stay unrecognized for the organization. If dysfunctional behavior occurs, managers discover 
it late.   
 
The paper discusses the problematic of dysfunctional communities. First the review of literature on chosen topic is 
done. The theory and dangers related to this topic are then demonstrated on the example of dysfunctional behavior of 
community from telecommunication organization in post communist European country.   
 
In this paper we do not make difference between community of practice and community of interest or other types of 
communities. We understand and use the world community (community of practice) in its broadest sense.  
 
2. Literature Review And Hypotheses  
2.1. Knowledge Workers  
Although all different types of employees can create and participate in community of practice, knowledge workers 
are major protagonists of case study in this paper. That is why the literature review starts with specification of term 
knowledge worker. Peter Drucker was the first who mentions knowledge workers and he argues: ‘Today the centre is 
the knowledge worker, the man or woman who applies themselves to productive work ideas, concepts, and 
information rather than manual skill or brawn.’ (Drucker, 1968). Knowledge workers often posses knowledge that is 
not widely available and even their managers do not have it. They are well educated or experienced, create their own 
work standards, and make decisions independently. Many of them make the final control of their product or service 
themselves (Mládková, 2011).  
 
The literature on knowledge workers classifies knowledge workers to three groups (Brinkley, Fauth, Mahdon,  
Theodoropoulou, 2009); conceptual approaches, data (industry) driven approaches, and job content approaches. 
Conceptual approaches explain the term knowledge worker from the point of view of employees’ importance for an 
organization, and his style of work with knowledge. Drucker (1954), Vinson (2009), Reboul (2006) support this 
approach.  Data driven approaches see knowledge workers as all those who work in particular organizations or in 
particular sectors or institutions. Representatives of this approach are K. E. Sveiby (1997), M.  Alvesson (1995). Job 
content approaches see knowledge workers as people who do a certain type of job. This approach can be identified in 
the works of A. Toffler (1990), R. Reich (1992), A. Kidd (1994), G. E. Nomikos (1989).   
 
As J. Vinson (2009) summarizes it – knowledge worker is a person who uses his brain more than his hands in his 
job and whose ability to learn is critical to what he does, even if he works with his hands (Mládková, 2012, Mládková, 
2014).   
 
Despres and Hiltrop (1995) say that knowledge workers differ from other workers because they manipulate and 
orchestrate symbols and concepts, identify more strongly with their peers and professions than their organizations, 
have more rapid skill obsolescence and are more critical to the long-term success of the organization. Suff and Reilly 
(2005) add the following characteristics. Knowledge workers are:  
 
x Highly mobile and quick to change jobs. 
x Driven by accomplishment. 
x Sensitive to peer-group assessment and praise. 
x Responsive to being ‘pulled’ rather than being ‘pushed’. 
x Part of a network of peers, both inside and outside the organization. 
 
Knowledge workers tend to get job satisfaction from 
 
x Challenging work. 
x Continuous training and coaching. 
x Tangible results and organizational values. 
x Organizational values or missions that mirror their own (Suff, Reilly, 2005). 
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Gummesson (2002) thinks that a significant proportion of knowledge workers’ activities consist of problem solving 
and non-standardized production but routine handicraft is also necessary; production of interesting and novel ideas, 
approaches, solutions and recommendations; strong reliance on the individual and a high degree of independence and 
integrity; creativity, both individually and in the organized setting; and an ability to communicate the results to 
selected audiences.  
 
Due to their specifics, dysfunctional behavior of knowledge workers may be difficult to identify and eliminate. 
Knowledge is a major working tool and asset of knowledge workers. Knowledge is, due to its tacit dimension, of 
intangible character. The intangibility of knowledge is responsible for the difficulties managers face when managing 
knowledge workers. First, the work of knowledge workers is hidden. The observer cannot see how a knowledge 
worker uses knowledge when working. For example, surgeons who operate on patients make their incisions using a 
tool they hold in their hands but the major part of their work is done in their heads where they analyze large numbers 
of variables in any moment of the operation and adjust their work to the development of these variables (Kelemen, 
2010). Managers who cannot control what happens in the heads of their knowledge workers when they work have a 
limited chance to interfere in the process and intervene in the case of problems. Even worse, knowledge workers 
usually do not work in a linear way and it is very difficult to manage their productivity. Managing knowledge workers 
may also be tricky because the results of knowledge work may differ from a short-term and long-term perspective 
(Bell, 1973, Mládková, 2012). Dysfunctional behavior of the community of knowledge workers may be very clever, 
subtle and secretive. It may be very difficult to identify and eliminate it.  
2.2. Community of Practice  
In this paper we do not make difference between community of practice and community of interest or other types of 
communities. We understand and use the world community (community of practice) in its broadest sense. 
Communities of practice are groups of people who have some common interest (domain) and are able to share 
knowledge, experiences, tools and best practices to solve some problem. Human relationships in community are 
friendly and supportive. To be a community, the group of people must meet three requirements: 
 
x A domain - whole group must share an interest in some topic. 
x Friendly relationships (a community) - people organized in the group must like and trust each other. They 
have strong feeling of identity. 
x Knowledge sharing - people organized in the group must be willing and able to share their knowledge.  
 
The group that does not meet these three requirements is not a community of practice (Wenger, 1998a, 2014, 
Mládková, 2012). 
 
Lave and Wenger (1991) define community of practice as an aggregate of people who come together around 
mutual engagement in an endeavor. Ways of doing things, ways of talking, beliefs, values, power relations, in short, 
practices, emerge in the course of this mutual endeavor. For Lave and Wenger (1991), the community of practice is 
one component of a social theory of learning, and Wenger (1998a) uses it to critique traditional models of learning 
(Holmes, Meyerhoff, 1999). 
 
Huysman and Wenger et. al. (2003) define communities as social entities whose actors share common needs, 
interests, or practices: they constitute the basic unit of social experience. A community of practice, then, is a particular 
type of community in which practices are shared. Communities can exist to develop the expertise of their members, to 
take action (solve problems), and/or to satisfy member needs for group interaction. 
 
Communities of practice are characteristic by voluntary participation. Community members participate due to the 
"value  added“, the excitement of building new ideas, and the satisfaction  of relationships. Members must keep 
connected through face-to-face meetings, Web forums, e-mails, and list servers, teleconferences. Community of 
practice cannot be dominated; members of community define domain, rules, language, principles, and communication 
channels. Managers can only facilitate its activity and support it.  
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Communities may be created purposefully or emerge naturally from volunteers. Communities can be efficient only 
when there is a good connection and communication between people. People join communities to fulfill their 
emotional, intellectual and other needs. 
 
Communities are not teams. The table below shows basic differences between community and team. 
 
Table 1 Basic difference between community and team 
 Community Team 
Purpose Domain Organizational objectives 
Members Volunteer  participation  Assigned by management 
Creation Self-selection based Assigned by management 
Glue Passion, commitment Organization or project plan 
Nature Goals are self-generated Organization interests, deadlines 
Existence As long as members want Until the project is completed 
Resources Resources of community Resources of organization 
(Wenger, 2002) 
 
Domain is a major purpose of community existence. It depends on priorities of community members and may 
change during community life cycle. On the contrary, team objectives are assigned by managers, only minority of 
teams can generate their objectives themselves. Tasks, time schedules, budgets and other resources of teams are more 
institutionalized, e.g. linked with organizational strategies and plans.  
 
Community membership is voluntarily and cannot be ordered, community members decide themselves (often 
intuitively) who will and who will not take part in community activities. Team members are chosen by managers of 
the organization and it is very difficult for team to exclude an unwanted member. Communities are based on friendly 
relationships among people. Friendly relationship builds trust necessary for knowledge sharing. People do not share 
their knowledge, especially the tacit dimension with people who they do not trust. Friendly relationships positively 
influence team work but they are not basic prerequisite of team existence. Community members always share 
knowledge. Team members may or may not share knowledge. Community is not a team; properly working team may 
be a community (Wenger, 2002, Mládková, 2012).  
 
Basic classification divides communities of practice to formal and informal. Informal communities emerge 
naturally. Their members meet because they solve some problem, have same interest or are friends. There are many 
such communities in any organizations. Informal communities can be found where people meet and informally 
communicate – in closed offices, by coffee machines, in kitchens. Managers usually do not know about them and do 
not use their potential. Formal communities are communities intentionally created by managers of the organizations or 
by community members. When creating formal community, managers determine community domain and members; 
they define community vision, rules of communication, and style of work. Then they supervise the creation of 
relationships, development of community and its work. Members of formal community are chosen by knowledge and 
position in the organization, their tasks and roles are clearly defined. Formal community has more structured agenda 
and functions than informal one and is managed by manager appointed by organization. As formal communities have 
their formal budgets, organizations measure their outputs. Successful creation and performance of formal community 
depends on many factors – choice of convenient members, style of support provided to the community, help of 
facilitator, character of both corporate and community objectives and visions.  
 
Communities can work in physical and virtual spaces. Virtual communities require special attention because 
communication in virtual space lacks some aspects of body language necessary for tacit knowledge sharing.  
 
Vestal (2003) classifies communities to following types: 
 
x Helping communities - provide a forum for community members to help each other solve everyday work 
problems. 
x Best practice communities develop and disseminate best practices. 
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x Knowledge stewarding communities organize, manage and steward a body of knowledge from which 
community members can draw. 
x Innovation communities create breakthrough ideas, knowledge, and practices, almost all communities have 
innovation as an objective.  
 
In organization, communities can be: 
 
Table 2 Relationships to Official Organization 
Relationship Definition Challenges typical of the relationship 
Unrecognized Invisible to the organization and sometimes even to  
members themselves 
Lack of reflexivity, awareness of value and of  
limitation 
Bootlegged Only visible informally to a circle of people in the  
know 
Getting resources, having an impact, keeping  
hidden 
Legitimized Officially sanctioned as a valuable entity Scrutiny, over-management, new demands 
Strategic Widely recognized as central to the organization's  
success 
Short-term pressures, blindness of success,  
smugness, elitism, exclusion 
Transformative Capable of redefining its environment and the direction 
 of the organization 
Relating to the rest of the organization,  
acceptance, managing boundaries 
 
(Wenger, 1998b)  
2.3. Dysfunctional Behavior of Community of Practice  
Communities of practice, as every human institution, also have downside. They can hoard knowledge, limit 
innovation, and hold others hostage to their expertise and knowledge. Most community disorders are of two general 
types. The first is obvious; the community may simply not be functioning well. The other kind of disorder is more 
subtle; it reflects the human frailties of its members. The potential for this downsize is inherent in all communities - 
they are after all composed of people – even then when they are ostensibly functioning well. In fact, disorders may 
appear when some aspects of community are functioning too well. The very qualities that make the community an 
ideal structure for learning – a shared perspective on domain, trust, a communal identity, long standing relationships, 
an established practice are the same qualities that can hold it hostage to its history and its achievements (Wenger et al., 
2002).  
Dysfunctions caused by the fact that the community is not functioning well are not a topic of this paper; we will 
explore in more detail the other type of dysfunction when the community functions well but acts against objectives of 
the company it belongs to. Such communities can be very harmful, especially when created by knowledge workers.  
 
Typical dysfunctions of community of practice are based in its three basic factors, the domain, friendly 
relationships (the community) and knowledge sharing. The domain raises the temptation of ownership. Sometimes, the 
enthusiasm for domain leads to zealousness. Or the legitimacy of the community’s hold on its domain is so widely 
recognized and well entrenched that arrogance sets in. Community may also think that their domain is more important 
than others; we call it imperialism. Communities sense such a strong sense of ownership of the domain that they 
believe that anyone working in the domain, should consult them, even be forced to do so. This leads to narcissism of 
the community; members are interested in them and forget that are the part of bigger whole.  
 
Dysfunctions concerning domain may lead to dysfunctions in relationships and knowledge. Strong relationship to 
domain and each other makes the community of practice behave like clique. Members of community perceive 
themselves as elite and keep distance from other employees of organization. They also may make impermeable 
borders; they do not allow new members to join.  
 
Finally all these dysfunctions may lead to knowledge monopolies; community does not share their knowledge with 
the rest of organization even when they are obliged to (Wenger et al, 2002, Mládková, 2012).    
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3. Methodology 
3.1. Research Goal 
The literature on dysfunctions of communities of practice is very limited. It is natural for human beings to join in 
communities. Majority of communities in organizations are informal unrecognized communities and their 
dysfunctional behavior may cause great harm to their organizations. The goal of this paper is to highlight problematic 
of this topic on example of dysfunctional behavior of concrete community in concrete organization.  
3.2. Sample and Data Collection 
The survey of this study describes dysfunctional behavior of community of practice. It was conducted around year 
2000 in national telecommunication operator in the Czech Republic, the post communistic country in the Central 
Europe. The national telecommunication operator was undergoing great technological and managerial changes. As for 
the technology, the organization changed from old copper network to modern optical cables. This new technology 
computerized the operation and enabled the transformation of business from voice services to modern data services. It 
also led to big organizational changes and huge downsizing. From 35 000 of employees around 1994, the operator 
employed approximately 10 000 people around year 2000. The downsizing and other dramatic changes were supposed 
to continue. The author of the paper personally experienced the whole nightmare story as a member of group of 
consultants who were advising the operator during the transformation.  
3.3. Description of Situation and Analyses  
Around the year 2000, the national telecommunication operator in the post communistic country in the Central 
Europe (The Company) nearly finished modernization of their technology. As every national operator, The Company 
was responsible and obliged for maintenance and use of backbone telecommunication network in the country. The 
great change of technology was ongoing. Old copper wires and technology related to them (exchanges, etc.) were built 
to support voice services. They were extremely faulty and did not have capacity to meet requirements of rapidly 
evolving data services. Old copper network was being removed and changed for new one working on optical cables. It 
dramatically increased the capacity and reliability of the whole network and enabled fast development of data services. 
Since 1994, The Company also underwent great managerial changes. It was partly privatized, the organizational 
structure was changed few times, processes were defined and strengthened; certain parts of organization were 
managed on principles of process management. Both technological and managerial changes led to huge downsizing. 
New optical network was computerized and automated so it did not need so many people to operate it and maintain as 
the copper one. New managerial procedures and processes also required less people. About 15 000 employees left the 
company between years 1994 and 2000 and other changes and downsizing were planned.  
 
The International Exchange was a department responsible for connection of the country to external world. Actually 
it was the only point that connected the country with abroad telecommunication networks for over 40 years. Around 
60 employees were highly qualified top knowledge workers owning special tacit knowledge on both operation and 
partners from abroad telecommunication networks. Employees of the International Exchange were carefully chosen 
and usually spent their whole carrier working in the International Exchange, they knew each other very well  They had 
a reputation of the elite of the company, they were paid better than other employees, and have special benefits. Other 
employees of The Company envied them but respected them. During the old regime, employees and operation of the 
International Exchange were strictly supervised by intelligence services and the army. After the collapse of 
communism, this was not necessary but the International Exchange remained located in special premises, isolated 
from home exchange and other parts of The Company. It was locked and special permit was required to be allowed to 
go there. 
 
Due to political changes, changes in technology (optical wires), changes in markets (another telco could provide 
international services though on very low capacity) and implementation of process management reasons for the 
separation of the International Exchange vanished. Management of The Company decided to link directly the 
operation of the International Exchange with the operation of home network through one process and move the 
International Exchange employees from their traditional premises to the new Control Network Centre (CNC) where 
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they were suppose to work together with employees responsible for home telecommunication services. On the top of 
this, new manager of the International Exchange was appointed. He was young, slightly over 30 and with secondary 
education. Majority of the International Exchange employees had university education. Due to the obsession with 
university titles in the country, this decision turned out to be very sensitive.  
 
Management of The Company, together with the newly appointed manager of the International Exchange knew that 
the change of status and style of operation will not be easy to accept for its staff. They were aware of their importance 
for smooth operation of international calls and data services. They were also aware of importance of knowledge 
employees of the International Exchange developed for decades for The Company. E.g. in eyes of the management of 
The Company, employees of the International Exchange were important knowledge workers with unique knowledge 
(even tacit) who could not be replaced.  
 
Based on this the management of The Company decided to support the move by very reasonable conditions; no one 
would get dismissed, all salaries and benefits would stay as they were. As there was not enough of new managerial 
position for all managers of formal departments of the International Exchange, those who lost their managerial posts 
were supposed to serve as coaches in the new CNC. The Company management asked the consultancy company that 
was helping with transformation to send a consultant to discuss proposed changes and conditions with representatives 
of the International Exchange, to enquire their requirements, learn about their fears and help them define their new 
role in the CNC. On one late Friday afternoon (actually 6 p.m.), the new manager of the International Exchange sent a 
fax to the office of formal International Exchange manager announcing that the consultant is coming on Monday to 
discuss matters concerning the move of employees of the International Exchange to the CNC. 
 
It is necessary to stress that the new manager of the International Exchange did not meet his new subordinates and 
explain everything personally not because of fear or being rude. At this very moment, he was finishing the kick off of 
major business process in the role of the process owner. It was of the top priority for The Company. After the kick off, 
he was supposed to pass the process to the new process owner and fully concentrate on the management of the 
International Exchange. But as the transformation went on quickly, he did not want to miss precious time and asked 
the consultant, his friend, to help. 
 
On Monday morning, the consultant was welcomed by representatives of the International Exchange. His mission 
was planned for two weeks. The first meeting for negotiations was arranged for Wednesday. On Wednesday the 
consultant arrived to the office of manager who was chosen to negotiate for employees of the International Exchange. 
He was cordially invited and offered the coffee. The manager himself went to prepare it. It lasted 20 minutes. Than the 
manager explained technical details of pipe post, interesting historical solution, the International Exchange was caring 
for.  It took the rest of planned 2 hours. Any attempt to direct the discussion to the topic of move and conditions failed. 
The consultant was a bit concerned but he had another meeting arranged for Friday, this time even with the former 
director of the International Exchange.  
 
The Monday meeting was the last meeting of the consultant and the member of the International Exchange for very 
long time. On Friday, the manager excused himself at the very latest moment and moved the meeting for Wednesday. 
On Wednesday, the consultant was waiting for him for one hour in his secretary office. Then the manager called and 
apologized that he had to go to the corporate training centre which was some 100 km far in the country. He had also 
nice explanation, why he had to go there. Two weeks passed and the consultant had no results. He contacted his boss 
and the new manager of the International Exchange and very concerned, informed them about the situation. Nobody 
was angry. The new manager wanted him to go on and he promised to talk to the International Exchange mangers 
himself to make his mission easier. Still, the situation was unclear, The Company was under the transformation and 
everybody was busy. 
 
After two months, everyone in The Company knew that the International Exchange people are in the war with The 
Company. They did not jeopardize services they provided, but they were resisting any serious meeting with both the 
consultant and their new manager. Even top management of The Company tried to find out what happened and settle 
the matter but failed. There was one big mystery; why are they resisting and to what. The new conditions seemed to be 
extremely beneficial for all of the International Exchange employees.  
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One more month passed and the consultant decided to break rules of his company and find out what happened 
himself. He asked employee of The Company, his friend from previous project to help. The employee was known to 
have friends in the International Exchange. Consultant asked him to find out what happened in informal way. The 
answer was shocking; the resistance turns out to be part of the strategy how to negotiate good conditions for the move 
to the CNC. The International Exchange people knew that they could not stop the move but they decided to delay it till 
they negotiate the best possible condition. Avoiding meetings was the first part of the strategy. Again, informally via 
the common friend, the consultant sent them the conditions of the move. Managers of the International Exchange 
immediately initiated the meeting. All important people actively participated and the deal was made soon. They 
actually accepted the conditions without change; it was much more than they were hoping for.   
 
It also became clear what happened on that first Friday and why the International Exchange staff behaved as one 
man. The new manager of the International Exchange sent the message about the consultant coming to the Exchange 
by fax and late on Friday because he did not want it to be found before the weekend. He also suspected that if 
somebody finds it so late, he would let it be as it was difficult to communicate it in this form (it would be much easier 
to circulate e-mail). Unfortunately, one manager was still at office and found it. He immediately called the rest of 
managers, they met over the weekend and prepared the strategy how to negotiate the best conditions.   
3.4. Analysis of Situation 
The International Exchange was a community of practice. The domain of this community was the service they were 
providing for the country and their international partners. The community members had very strong relationships. The 
hiring process was complicated, only carefully chosen people were allowed to work there. High focus was put on 
professionalism; all employees were experts in their field. As knowledge workers they highly cared for their 
knowledge and quality of services. Internal knowledge sharing was strong. 
 
The community of the International Exchange developed independently of the rest of The Company and suffered 
typical dysfunctions. First, the strong relationship to domain, the service and quality, caused the doubts whether the 
move to the CNC would not jeopardize it. Employees of the International Exchange were also afraid that other 
employees of The Company might interfere into the domain once it would be part of one common process. As for the 
domain and their knowledge, the community was a bit narcissistic. It was their business and they did not want other 
people to participate in (including the top management of The Company). As for relationships and membership, 
members of the community perceive themselves as an elite and kept distance from other employees of organization. 
Finally, the community developed the knowledge monopoly; they did not have and did not want to share their 
knowledge with the rest of the company.   
 
The community of the International Exchange included approximately 60 people and evolved and worked as 
unrecognized. Managers of department of the International Exchange were key members of the community. The rest 
of employees respected them and obeyed them.  
 
The managers of The Company, including the new manager of the International Exchange did not know about this 
unrecognized community which led to mistakes in the process of communication during move of the International 
Exchange to the CNC. 
4. Conclusion 
Communities of practice are natural human groups. They are characteristic by domain, strong personal relationships 
among members and knowledge sharing. We can find communities in every organization. Majority of them are 
communities informal and physical; sometimes organizations create so called formal communities. Especially 
informal communities may jeopardize interests and objectives of managers and organizations. They are usually 
unrecognized, e.g. managers do not know about them. In case of conflicting interests, community tends to behave as 
one individual. The resistance or harmful activity may stay hidden and cause difficult situations.  
 
The example of the resisting community of the International Exchange shows strengths of communities. The 
resistance delayed the part of the transformation program of The Company at least for three, four months. All types of 
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measures, including the intervention of top managers of The Company failed, and negotiations started only thanks to 
the informal personal contacts of consultant who was not employee of The Company. After the situation was cleared 
up, the move and further cooperation of the International Exchange staff went on smoothly. 
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